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Abstract
In this paper, I will analyze the production process of my thesis film, The Ninth Step.
I will examine all of the various elements of the project, from development, through postproduction to determine how effective it is in depicting human drama and conflict. I will
employ the notes of unbiased audience members as a key criterion in the measure of this
study.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
I have always been fascinated by the manipulation powers of film. It is a medium
that can be utilized for more than just storytelling. It also has the potential to elicit
calculated emotional responses from its audience. I am not immune to this phenomenon.
Even after having learned the skills that go into creating the conventions that cause
emotional reactions in film, I still find myself able to become absorbed in a well-told
cinematic story. It is because of my own experience with this phenomenon, the
experience of being enraptured with a good story told through moving pictures, that I
decided that I wanted to be a filmmaker.
Most of the films that I’ve made have been comedies. Actually, they’ve been rather
ridiculous comedies to be more precise. I feel very comfortable with my ability to evoke
laughter through film and it seems to come naturally to me. My last film, The Greatest,
Most Spectacular Story in the History of the World (2008) was a nonsense work of
slapstick and parody centered on an apocalyptic battle between Adam Smith and Karl
Marx. Although it could have had better production value, it did make people laugh.
Though most of my work has been in the comedy genre, I have also made a couple of
dramatic shorts in my life.
Farewell to Fenway (2005) is a dramatic film about a son reconnecting with his
death row inmate father. It was made while I was a student at The New York Film
Academy, and was used as part of my reel for entering the graduate program at the
University of New Orleans. Dear Theodosia (2007) is another dramatic, abstract short
film of mine that depicts the life of Aaron Burr while on the run from the United States
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government. While both of these films were departures from my comedic safety zone, I
still did not feel comfortable with the notion of creating and directing human drama on
the screen. That is why I wanted to write and direct a drama for my thesis film.
I felt that although I could actualize comedies more readily, I needed to further
develop my skills as a storyteller. This would mean leaving my comfort zone and making
another drama. That is why I decided to make The Ninth Step for my thesis. In this paper,
I will discuss in great detail the various methods I used to make the film, as well as the
process by which creative decisions were made. I will also examine to what degree the
film succeeds as a realistic drama.
Writing The Ninth Step proved to be quite a challenging endeavor for me. The story
follows Terry, a struggling alcoholic through his journey to sobriety via the Twelve
Steps 1 . The ninth step of these twelve involves making amends to people and trying to
right one’s wrongs. This is where the conflict comes into play, for Terry has an amends to
make that will most likely land him in jail, and could possibly ruin a deep-running
friendship. The narrative follows the basic three-act structure and has a clear protagonist
with a clear antagonist 2 . This will be further elaborated on later in this paper.
My approach to directing the film was to first cast the right actors. It has been my
observation that if the role is cast with a talented actor, then a great deal of the directing
work has already been done. Secondly, I knew I needed solid department heads so that I
could delegate responsibility and concentrate more on the performances of my actors. I
was rather pleased that I was able to secure competent and committed people to work as
my cast and crew.

1
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Alcoholics Anonymous (59-60).
Steele, Writing Movies (35-42).
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The production design for this film consists mostly of “as found” set dressing. Of
course, there were some props and wardrobe that needed to be acquired, but a majority of
the production design was already available to me on location. My production designer
and I did come up with a basic look that we wanted, which entailed an overall plainness
to the world in which these characters live.
With regard to cinematography, my director of photography and I decided that
simplicity was the best way to approach the camera. We use the handheld convention for
several scenes, but most of the camera work relies on simple pans and tilts on a tripod.
We also decided to approach coverage very conservatively. I didn’t want to overextend
my actors by having them perform too many times for the sake of coverage. I believe this
approach worked to my benefit due to the heightened level of performances my actors
gave me.
I took my editing cue from the actors when it came time to cut the film. In other
words, I decided not to cut away from one shot just because it may have been a little
long. Rather, I decided that the performance of my actors should be the motivating factor
for whether or not I should cut from one shot to the next. Also, I decided that long takes
would be an asset to this film because of the tension they can bring. Finally, I employed
the use of jump cuts in some of the scenes as a means to create discord for the characters.
I have noticed that many student filmmakers view sound production as a secondary
or even tertiary concern. I’ve also noticed that many of the films produced by those same
students have very poor sound quality. That is why I wanted to give as much concern for
the quality of the film’s audio as I did for the film’s look. I made an effort to have my
sound production mixer cover the scene as much as time would permit. Also, I decided to
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use very atmospheric songs for the film, and to use sound effects only for production
audio augmentation.
Regarding technology, I decided to shoot on HD with the Panasonic HVX 200
camera. The camera has some limitations with regard to depth of field, but overall I was
very pleased with the images that I was able to get. The workflow entailed capturing the
footage on P2 media cards, transferring it into Avid, and finishing with the Avid Nitris
system on campus. Post sound work was also done on campus with the Nuendo sound
editing system.
The origin of the story is based on an amalgamation of people I’ve known in twelve
step recovery groups. Having been in recovery myself for many years, I felt that it was
the kind of story that I could sink my proverbial teeth into. I believe that the resulting
product has turned out to be honest and grounded in reality.
The measure of the film’s success will be discussed in conjunction with a review of
members of my test audience’s various responses. I will weigh those against my own
thoughts on the degree of success of the project. If audiences can connect to my
characters emotionally, and if the film depicts human conflict without melodrama, then I
will deem the work a success. Finally, I will discuss how this film has made me into a
better, more rounded filmmaker than I was before I set out to create this work.

4

Chapter 2
Writing
Writing this movie has been a difficult, but ultimately rewarding experience for me.
The challenge I felt was in how to humanize my characters in a way that would seem
familiar to audiences, but without too many clichés. This meant not only creating natural
language for the dialogue, but also giving each character a unique voice with which my
actors could develop them even further. Of course, the fundamental challenge in writing
the movie was in settling on a story that could be a catalyst for drama.
When I decided to go in the direction of writing a drama for my thesis, I spent a lot
of time playing with different scenarios. I knew that I wanted to write a story regarding
the theme of atonement, but it took some time before I felt that I was heading in the right
direction for the film. One of the earlier concepts that I came up with entailed a story
about a Scottish immigrant who had committed a robbery in a small town in the southern
United States, was sentenced and served out his time in an American prison. After being
released from his incarceration, the protagonist visited the town in which he committed
the crime so that he could try and make amends to the people he robbed. One of the films
that I often thought of when working with this story was Sling Blade (1996, Thornton). I
was particularly drawn to the “fish out of water” theme that permeates that film.
Although I liked the idea of a Scotsman in a southern town, I could not find any real
justification for the specificity of his nationality, nor his need to be located in the
American South. Additionally, the conflict of this story was minimal, which I’ve since
discovered is an essential element in storytelling 3 .

3

McKee, Story (210-213).
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I abandoned this idea in favor of the story of an alcoholic who needs to make amends
for a crime he committed in order to get and stay sober. I felt that this direction for the
story provides a stage for creating better and more significant conflict. It also retains the
theme of atonement, and has proven to be a story that I could really sink my teeth into.
The timing of the development of this story was rather fortunate for me due to the
fact that I was taking a screenwriting class at the time. One of the greatest lessons I
received from this class was the need for conflict. I suppose this was something I already
knew to a degree, but I didn’t internalize it until I tried writing without conflict, which led
me to narrative mediocrity. Another important storytelling element that I was able to
glean from the class and apply to my film is the emphasis on structure 4 . Having a wellstructured screenplay, built around the three act structure kept my ideas organized and
helped to create a pace that I later built upon during production and post-production. I
learned quite a few things about screenwriting from this class and was able to approach
the writing of my thesis film with confidence.
I knew that my protagonist, Terry, needed to have a good reason for not wanting to
deal with his past. He needed to have done something that would land him in jail if he
were ever caught, but it also had to be something that wouldn’t lead my audience to
hating him. Therefore, I decided that the inciting incident 5 would need to be his role in an
accidental death of some kind. After some brainstorming, I decided that someone close to
Terry must have overdosed on drugs that he provided. Furthermore, I decided that Terry
needed to try and cover his tracks, thus creating a situation that would indeed be deemed
criminal.

4
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Ibid (32-33).
Steele, Writing Movies (47).
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I spent a good deal of time writing a backstory for Terry so that I could have a better
sense of how he would react to the world around him. In his book Story, Robert McKee
defines backstory as, “The set of significant events that occurred in the characters’ past
that the writer can use to build his progressions 6 .” I decided that he needed to be
combative when people would try to get close to him. This combativeness would then
lead to avoidance, which manifests itself in the fact that Terry is always trying to escape
from uncomfortable situations. This escape is both literal and figurative for Terry. Literal,
in that he is always physically leaving situations in which problems are presented, and
figurative in that he escapes through the excessive abuse of alcohol.
In order for this story to move more fluidly, I felt that I needed a “Major Relationship
Character.” The Major Relationship Character, or MRC as defined by the Gotham
Writer’s Workshop, is “The person with whom the protagonist will have the most
dealings 7 .” This character was developed into Craig. I approached the development of
Craig with the notion that he is basically a good guy, and is perhaps the kind of person
that Terry could become one day through long term sobriety. In fact, Craig may be a little
too good. I decided that Craig should possess a degree of self-righteousness about him,
which I believe gives him a stronger sense of humanity. This is intended to make it easier
for my audience to identify with him. I also felt that by providing a history between
Terry and Craig, interwoven with Terry’s crime, I would be able to maximize the use of
conflict.
I decided that Terry and Craig have known each other for a long time. In relation to
this, I felt that it was necessary to introduce another character to the story, which is

6
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Craig’s sister Nancy. Although Nancy has no speaking parts in the movie, her character is
the glue that binds Terry and Craig together. She is a girlfriend to Terry and a sister to
Craig. Nancy is the unfortunate character from the inciting incident of the film. Her role
is to die by accidental overdose, an overdose in which Terry is involved, thus setting the
stage for the rest of the film.
Act I of the film introduces Terry, Nancy and Craig. The first scene depicts Terry
attempting to resuscitate Nancy; although how and why she needs reviving is not
explained. I feel that this brief introduction, mostly for Terry’s benefit, gives his character
a chance to be humanized in the eyes of the audience. It also presents conflict right from
the start. Besides showing a degree of humanity within Terry, I also wanted the scene to
be an attention-grabber; something that would lead the audience into the next scene and
wanting more. I consider this event to be the inciting incident.
The next scenes take place at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. I wanted to
accomplish several things with this scene. First, I needed to introduce Craig as not only a
sober member of AA, but also as a longtime friend of Terry’s. Second, I wanted to show
Terry as someone who has a manipulative side to his personality. He comes to the
meeting, certainly in need of real help, but instead tries to manipulate Craig into giving
him a job. I felt that this idea provides insight into the self-seeking behavior of active
alcoholics. Third, I wanted to establish the relationship between Craig and Nancy, as well
as between Nancy and Terry. I felt that this would provoke the audience even further in
their investment in the story. Finally, I wanted to show that this isn’t the first time that
Craig and Terry have been in this situation. I needed to show that although they are
friendly to one another, there is a certain tension between them that cannot be ignored.

8

This tension leads to Terry leaving the room when Craig brings up Nancy. It should be
noted that the shooting script called for the later part of these scenes to take place in a
coffee shop. Due to some unforeseen setbacks, I decided that the scene could take place
in the same room after the meeting closes. I didn’t feel that the scene lost any of my
objectives, and perhaps works even better.
The purpose of the next scene is to show Terry’s weakness when it comes to alcohol,
as well as to set him up for the upcoming intervention. I wanted to show Terry conflicted
about whether of not he should take a drink. To put it more accurately, I wanted to show
that no matter how he feels about it, he has to drink. Also, I introduce a minor character
named Tim in this scene. Tim is a police officer and a recovering alcoholic. He knows
Terry through AA meetings and therefore has a personal connection with him when he
finds Terry passed out drunk in his truck. Terry tests his boundaries with Tim in this
scene through a tragically humorous exchange, which ultimately leads into the next scene
and the beginning of Act II. I would like to add that I felt that this scene was a good
opportunity to inject comedy into the script. Allowing Terry to be a drunken fool helped
to create a stronger arc for his character. I felt that this would also alleviate some of the
tension and allow the audience to breath for a moment in an otherwise heavily tense
movie.
In the next scene, we see Terry waking up after having been passed out drunk. After
coming to, he finds himself in a cabin with Tim and Craig calmly playing cards at a table.
It is then revealed that the men brought Terry to this location while he was unconscious.
Their intention is to force Terry into a situation where he can’t really leave, and will then
have to effectively dry out. Another purpose of this scene is to show the assertive side of
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Craig. He comes across as a bit self-righteous in his concern for Terry. The scene also
serves as a means to show that Terry is rather powerless at this point. After Tim leaves,
Terry tries to follow him, but is overwhelmed with physical sickness. This is also
metaphor for Terry being overwhelmed in general by the notion of getting sober and
dealing with his issues. This is the beginning of Act II, as well as plot point I 8 .
The next scene shows the graphic nature of detoxification from alcohol. Terry goes
through the delirium tremens, which is the body’s violent reaction to years of heavy
alcohol abuse. During this ordeal, Terry has a hallucination of Nancy dead on the floor.
In his fever, she grabs his arm and as he scratches away at the non-existent touch, he
scrapes away the skin on his forearm. He doesn’t know what he’s doing at this point, but
the purpose of the moment is to provide a metaphor for self-destructiveness. This also
prompts Craig to come in and comfort Terry. At this point, Terry’s well-being is totally
in Craig’s hands. I felt that this moment would help to underline Craig’s personal
investment in Terry’s recovery.
The next scenes show Terry, now recovered from the physical effects of
detoxification ready to work through the Twelve Steps of AA. This is also the midpoint 9
of the story.
Terry and Craig sit at a table as they work together through the steps. At this point,
Terry has presumably worked through the first seven of the twelve steps, and is in the
process of going through the eighth one. This step states that, “We made a list of all
persons we had harmed and became willing to make amends to them all.” Even though I
know that most audience members will not know what each of the twelve steps entail, I

8
9

Ibid (45-55).
Ibid (45-56).
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felt that this was okay, as long as they get a general idea of what is going on in the
process. Therefore, as Terry discusses an amusing event where he once popped some
church’s van tires, I believe the audience is sophisticated enough to put together the fact
that this is a list of one’s wrongdoings.
I also wanted to show that this isn’t the first time that Terry and Craig have gone
through this process, and as per usual Terry keeps the truth about his role in Nancy’s
death to himself. I didn’t want Craig to come across as having any suspicion about Terry
in this respect, but I did want him to have an intuition that Terry needs to at least talk
about Nancy. Additionally, I wanted Craig to come across as having already dealt with
his own issues regarding Nancy, thus putting him in as much of an objective position as
possible.
In trying to determine why Terry would finally open up about Nancy, I decided that a
clear choice needed to be presented to him. This is why Craig takes out the six pack of
beer and sets it on the table in front of Terry. This move is meant to provoke Terry and to
lead into Craig’s revelation about why he continues to help him.
I wanted this revelation to feel like a knife wound to Terry. Craig tells him that
because he never got a chance to make amends to Nancy while she was alive, the best
way that he could make things right with her is to help Terry out anyway possible. These
words cut Terry deeply and as he tries to leave, Craig asks a simple question, “Are you
just going to give up again?” Terry replies in the negative when he decides to come clean
about his role in Nancy’s death.
The next scene is a flashback with Terry and Nancy. Rather than having Terry
describe what happened to her, I decided that I should show it. Terry and Nancy take
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drugs and drink on her couch. The combination of the two substances causes Nancy to
overdose and die. Terry’s judgment is clouded by inebriation, and in a panic he decides
against calling for help. He covers his tracks the best that he can and leaves Nancy,
lifeless and alone on the floor. This is plot point II 10 , the end of the second act and the
beginning of Act III.
After the flashback, we come back to the cabin. This is apparently not the news that
Craig expected to hear, and he proceeds to beat the hell out of Terry. A few moments of
this goes by with Terry doing nothing to defend himself. My intention is to show that
Terry takes it as a deserved punishment. Craig finally stops, emotionally and physically
exhausted and they both lie still on the floor. This is the climax 11 of the film.
The conclusion of the story finds Terry in a minimum security prison, serving out
time for his negligence in Nancy’s death. This is his amends to himself, to Nancy and to
Craig. Finally, Craig appears in a visitation room where both he and Terry shake hands,
and settle down with their Alcoholics Anonymous books for what we presume is to be
Twelve Step work. Craig has obviously forgiven him, and continues his own amends to
Nancy by helping Terry. The purpose of this scene is show how through atonement, it is
possible to receive peace and forgiveness.

Directing
In order for this film to not come across as melodramatic, I knew that the most
important thing for me to do as a director was to find the right actors, particularly for the
roles of Terry and Craig. Some of the movies that I referenced for how I envisioned the

10
11

Ibid (45-56).
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performances include The Station Agent (2003, McCarthy), The Straight Story (1999,
Lynch), and Head-On (2004, Akin). These films all present their respective characters in
a very natural manner. In other words, the performances do not call attention to
themselves in the sense that they monopolize the scene gratuitously. Rather, they are
subtle in the way they reveal human behavior.
Having seen too many student films with poor acting, I decided that I needed to get
professional actors, or at least one professional to play the lead role of Terry. One of the
reasons so many student films suffer in this area is due to the lack of funds available for
securing good actors. I knew that I would not have the money to compete with larger
productions, but I nonetheless began to search for the right people.
It should be noted that I do not like auditions. They make me very uncomfortable and
I’m never certain how I should direct an actor during a cold reading. Instead, I chose to
cast actors with I was already familiar, either through working directly with them, or
through having seen their work in other films. I find that this approach works best for me
because I already know whether or not the actor can perform. It then becomes a matter of
envisioning them as the characters that I created, and then talking to them in person about
the roles.
I worked as an assistant camera on a short film called A Man Called Trouble (2008,
Buch) last summer. Nick Gomez, a local actor played the lead in that film. I was
impressed with how he performed, and although my story was quite different from A
Man Called Trouble, I wanted to see if he would be interested in working in my film. I
sent him a copy of the script and he agreed to play the lead. He also agreed to defer his
salary, and because he is a member of the Screen Actors’ Guild, that entailed a lot of
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paperwork. I learned quite a good bit about dealing with SAG on my film, and my
experience with Nick and the guild turned out to be very positive.
For the role of Craig I needed a strong actor who could go toe-to-toe with Nick. The
first name that came to my mind was an actor named Joe Fredo. I had worked with Joe
before on several other student films and I always felt that he had something inside of
him that was never embraced by other student directors. After reading the script, Joe
agreed to play the role.
Before I cast the roles of Nancy and Tim, I needed to make sure that my instincts
were correct in casting Nick and Joe in the leads. I had already discussed with them at
length individually about their respective characters, but of course I wouldn’t really know
anything about their chemistry until all three of us got together. I then arranged a first
rehearsal with them so that they could meet and we could discuss the relationship
between the two characters. I believe that a great deal of the director’s job is to cast the
right actors. If that can be accomplished, then much of the work has already been done.
This proved to be the case with Nick and Joe.
When we started our first rehearsal, I didn’t give any directions to them. I asked them
to simply go with their gut instincts and then I would be able to see where we would need
to tweak. I got this idea after reading Sidney Lumet’s book Making Movies. In it, Lumet
talks a great deal about allowing the actor go through his or her own process of discovery
when developing a character 12 . This helpful advice allowed a communicative relationship
to develop between myself and my actors. Throughout the rehearsals, the process began
with the actors going into a given scene strictly by instinct. We would then stop and
discuss how well or how poorly the scene went. Before I told them how I felt about their
12

Lumet, Making Movies (59-74).
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performances, I wanted to know what they thought. If one of them said that something
didn’t feel natural, that would be the first thing for us to address. Next, I would give them
my notes about where I felt certain beats should exist, as well as where I felt the
motivation for their respective characters should come from.
I was concerned at first that I would need to come up with some sort of inspired
motivation for my actors with regard to the more emotionally intense scenes. I knew that
Nick would need to cry during his confession scene, and I didn’t know if he would play it
over-the-top or benign. Fortunately, Nick proved that he could effectively turn on the
tears when the scene called for it. It felt very authentic to me, and I was relieved that I
didn’t have to give him any nudge in that direction.
As with Nick, I felt that I didn’t need to give a whole lot of direction to Joe with
regards to motivating the heavy scenes. He emotes very naturally, and was committed to
the role. It came as a great a relief to have him in the film.
Overall, my approach to directing the actors favored their instincts about the scene. I
had to trust their choices, and I feel that once I gave them the freedom they needed to
explore the characters, the believability of the roles really shined through. I took this
approach with not only my lead actors, but with the actors who played the roles of Tim
and Nancy as well.
I cast an actor by the name of Hunter McGregor for the role of Tim. I had worked
with Hunter before on another film, so I was aware of his demeanor in front of the
camera. Tim is a mild character, simple and straightforward, so I needed someone who
could jump right in and portray him that way. Although he was a bit stiff at times, Hunter
was very good at this, and helped develop the exchange between himself and Nick in the
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truck scene. Again, I didn’t need to give him much direction as his instincts seemed to
work.
I was worried that no actress would want to play Nancy because she doesn’t have
any lines. I found an actress that I really liked and who seemed to be really into the idea
of the character, but she had to drop out of the project due to some personal reasons. I
racked my brain for a good while before I decided to ask an actress named Kellie Gleason
to take on the role. I was hesitant to do so, not out of any objections to her acting skills,
but only because of her frequent appearance in UNO student films. This proved to be a
silly concern, for Kellie pulled off this role far beyond my expectations. The one thing
that I told her was that Nancy needed to distance herself from Terry, which I think she
performed rather well. I would now like to discuss each scene of the movie, and how I
approached the direction decisions for each one.
Since the opening scene and the flashback scene contain the same material, I’ll
include both of them in this first part of the discussion. I gave Nick and Kellie some very
basic instructions for how I felt the scene should be blocked. We had already discussed
the internal issues of the scene with regard to my needs of the performances, so I was
confident that we had some good material to work with.
I knew that I wanted to be able to edit this scene with jump cuts, therefore my
director of photography and I decided to cover the scene rather extensively. Once
blocking was done with my actors, we rehearsed the scene for both the camera and
sound. It only took a couple of rehearsals for the camera and sound department to be
ready, so we were ready to shoot sooner rather than later. I will elaborate further on the
camera and sound elements of the film in later parts of this paper.
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I wanted Kelly to present certain sad qualities through her performance. I instructed
her to distance herself emotionally from Nick as he groped and kissed her. I certainly
wanted her to kiss him back, but I wanted it to be less about sexuality for her, and more
about a familiar, yet uncomfortable distraction. Nick’s instruction was to seduce her in a
very physical way. I’ve learned from my experience at UNO to use action verbs when
talking to my actors about how they should perform a scene. This methodology worked
well, for my actors understood the language clearly and gave me the performances that I
wanted.
Kelly, Nick and I discussed how the performance should play out when Terry tries to
revive Nancy. Nick told us that he felt that in a confusing situation like that, especially in
an inebriated state of mind, he should slap Kelly in the face. Kelly agreed to the idea and
with both of my actors ready to go, we went into that part of the scene.
During rehearsals, the slaps were a bit restrained. However, when we rolled the
camera, Nick put some effort behind this performance. Poor Kelly got a couple of
unintentionally hard ones during the takes, but she took it like a pro and didn’t break
character. Of course, Nick apologized to her profusely as did I, but Kelly was only
concerned about how it looked on camera. I told her it looked good and she responded
that she was ready to go again. This made my life as a director so much easier to have an
actress willing to literally suffer for her art.
I shot this scene on the first day of production. We got a lot of shots and even
finished an hour early. I planned it this way because I wanted the first day to be a morale
booster for my cast and crew. In my limited experience in the film production world, I’ve
always felt better about a project when the first day goes well. Conversely, if the first day

17

goes poorly, it seems that the entire shoot is affected by it negatively. Therefore, it was
very important for me that the first day was a success, and I believe that it was.
The next scene of the movie is the AA meeting. This proved to be a little challenging
for me as a director, mostly due to the fact that I had to direct extras on the set.
Additionally, many of these extras had to leave the set earlier than I expected, which
meant I had to shoot the entire meeting scene in about three hours. I’ll get back to the
extras shortly.
The main focus of the scene entails the introduction of Craig, the identification of
Terry, and the relationship between them. I told Joe that he simply needed to lead the
meeting. The character of Craig is rather assertive in nature, so the more he could
perform as a leader, the more conflict could come from his particular nature when
clashed against Terry’s obstinacy.
On the other hand, Nick was told to reluctantly manipulate the situation to his
benefit. Although the more blatant utilization of this notion occurs in the next scene, I felt
that this direction would help Nick with his behavior in the meeting. For example, his
reaction to the question, “Would anyone like to pick up a desire chip?” is both hesitant
and bratty. He’s an egomaniac with an inferiority complex.
As the scene plays out, Terry gets up to accept the chip from Craig. I told my actors
to hug awkwardly, because this is the first time that they’ve seen each other in several
months. Also, I wanted the embrace to symbolize the kind of caution that both characters
feel toward one another. Terry is cautious about keeping his secret to himself and not
giving anything away, where Craig is cautious about getting his hopes up about Terry’s
sobriety.
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Perhaps the most challenging element to directing this scene had to do with the
handling of extras. I only received about half of the extras that I needed for the scene, so I
had to put members of the crew in the wide shot, so I could have a full circle of people.
This was not that big of a deal, but I was told that most of the extras needed to be
wrapped in just a few hours. This caused me and my crew to go into overdrive mode in
order to get the scene. As a result, I didn’t get all the coverage I wanted, but I did get
enough to cut the scene together. More importantly, I got decent performances out of my
actors.
The following scene takes place after the meeting has closed. The purpose of this
particular scene is to show the strain in the friendship between Terry and Craig, as well as
the very manipulative side of Terry’s character. In fact, that is how I told Nick to
approach the scene. Terry needs to manipulate Craig in order to get what he wants, which
in this case is a job. I told Joe that Craig needs to immediately deflect the manipulation.
The next beat entails Craig asking Terry point blank about Nancy. The purpose is to show
that while Craig may be ignorant of Terry’s role in Nancy’s death, he knows that there’s
something about the relationship that Terry refuses to deal with. I told Nick that Terry
needs to avoid this subject at all costs, so the scene ends with Terry leaving the room and
trying to save face with a disparaging remark about Alcoholics Anonymous.
The next scene was a rather great experience for me as a director. Terry gets drunk in
his vehicle and has a confrontation with Tim, a police officer and recovering alcoholic.
The experience was good because it was largely improvised by my actors. We discussed
certain things that needed to happen in the scene, certain beats that they needed to hit. For
example, Nick’s direction was to provoke Hunter and test the boundaries with him.
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Hunter was told to control the situation between the two. Where Terry is powerless, Tim
has the power and is in control.
Before Tim is introduced in the scene, Terry has a moment of reflection by himself
in the vehicle. He knows that he has a choice between sobriety and drunkenness, which is
manifested in the choice between the bottle of alcohol and the AA chip. Of course, Terry
chooses the alcohol, which leads into his confrontation with Tim.
As I mentioned before, this scene was largely improvised by my actors. I had certain
lines written in the script, but we decided to expand upon those lines in order to make it a
more humorous exchange. I’m particularly pleased with the line, “This little piggy went
to the market, and this little piggy is going to jail.” It was improvised, but works
incredibly well for the scene. I wish I had written it.
The next scene finds Terry passed out in a cabin with Tim and Craig waiting for him
to wake up. I gave simple directions to Hunter and Joe in that they needed to be blunt in
their virtual scolding of Terry after he wakes up. Nick was directed to simply refuse their
help. The dynamic of the scene certainly puts Terry in a position of helplessness, with
Craig and Tim in positions of authority. It’s as if Terry has been grounded by his parents
in a sense.
After Tim explains to Terry how he got drunk and was brought here while passed
out, Tim places the AA chip on the table. I feel that this is symbolic of Craig and Tim
bringing sobriety to Terry, even though it’s obviously not on the top of Terry’s list of
priorities.
When Tim leaves, and Craig throws the AA Big Book at Terry, I wanted the scene to
feel like a child being punished by a parent. At this point, Craig is the self-appointed
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parent to Terry. Of course, this doesn’t impress anything other then resentment on Terry,
so he reacts the way that he normally does, and tries to run from his problems.
This leads to the next scene which depicts Terry trying to catch Tim before he drives
off. Terry runs out of the cabin with his boots in his arms, but doesn’t get to Tim in time.
This likely wouldn’t have made a difference in whether or not Tim would take him back
into town (he wouldn’t), but I think it shows the desperation that Terry feels to not deal
with the issues of his sobriety. This is also one of my favorite moments of the film. Terry
is very small in the frame, overwhelmed by his surroundings. I think the metaphor is
clear, for Terry is overwhelmed by life at this moment. Nick’s direction for this scene
was to accept defeat. Terry vomits from a combination of being hung over, and from
being in emotional distress. It’s a simple scene, but I think it says a lot about Terry’s state
of being.
Once Terry returns inside of the cabin, Craig asks him, “Are you ready?” This
question is simple, but very important. It implies whether or not Terry is ready to go
through the physical pain of detoxification from the chemicals he’s been putting into his
body. It also suggests whether or not Terry is ready to go through the emotional and
mental process of working through the Twelve Steps. To this, Terry answers honestly
when he says, “No.”
The following scene is a testament to Nick’s abilities as an actor. Terry goes through
the delirium tremens, which is a severe physical and mental reaction to detoxification
from alcoholism. Before we began principle photography, I showed Nick clips of
individuals suffering from delirium tremens. I also told him that he needed to perform the
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scene as if he suffered from a severe case of the flu. To put it simply, I told Nick to
suffer. This action intensifies with Terry’s response to Nancy when she grabs his arm.
With regard to Kellie’s performance, there was not a whole lot of direction that I
needed to give her. She needed to be still for the most part, that is until she grabs Nick’s
arm. I did tell her that when we see her face, specifically when we see her eyes, she
needed to plead for help. I felt that she performed the scene tastefully, and without
coming across as a cheesy horror cliché.
Finally, Craig comes in the room after Terry’s hallucination. We did a few takes of
this scene, but the first few ones were not working for me. Joe performed the action that I
gave him, which was to console Nick, but it was nonetheless coming across awkwardly. I
realized after the third or fourth take, that Craig was in too much control of the situation.
He needed to be more cautious and less confident when consoling Terry, even though he
had the position of power. I talked with Joe about this, and we did another take that I
think hit the nail on the head. I realized from this experience that even after giving
actions for actors to perform, it is necessary to qualify those actions with adverbs. I’ve
been taught to keep direction as clear and simple as possible, but sometimes it seems that
one needs to color the action ever so slightly in order to get the performance needed.
The following scene shows the aftermath of Terry’s detoxification. I wanted the
scene to accomplish three things. First, I wanted to show that some time had passed since
Terry had been at the cabin. Second, I wanted to show that Terry is still a kind of mystery
in the story. We (the audience) don’t quite know what his real intentions are when he
appears willing to work through the Twelve Steps with Craig. Finally, I wanted to show
that there is still some distance between Craig and Terry. I felt that I got all of that with
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one shot, with Terry’s back to the camera in the foreground, and Craig facing the camera
in the background.
The next scene contains perhaps the most challenging and crucial performances that
my actors needed to give. The scene needed to bring Terry to an emotional low point
where he could then come clean about his role in Nancy’s death. Thus, admitting this to
Craig and apologizing for it is the beginning of his Ninth Step.
Joe was told to provoke Terry into talking about whatever it is that he refuses to talk
about. I wanted Craig to confront Terry with a mixture of empathy and aggression. The
aggression comes out when he presents Terry with the beer, and the empathy is portrayed
when he talks about the last time he spoke with Nancy.
I wanted Terry to react indignantly to Craig’s initial provocation. I told Nick that he
needed to defend himself from the perceived attack. However, as soon as Craig begins to
talk about his last words with Nancy, I wanted Nick to react as if Craig’s words were stab
wounds. I told him to drop his defenses for this scene, and I think that the resulting
performance depicts the kind of anguish that I envisioned. I also learned quite a bit about
how to direct emotional scenes like this. It was important for the moment to not feel
forced or melodramatic, so I wanted to get as much of Nick’s raw energy as I possibly
could. I didn’t want him to empty out before we finished the scene, so I made a conscious
effort to get the shots in one or two takes. We managed to do this and only needed extra
takes for technical reasons, rather than for poor performances.
By the time we were ready to shoot the fight scene, we were already over schedule. I
had coverage planned for this scene, but decided instead that we needed to get the scene
in one or two shots. I blocked the scene with my actors and decided that the camera
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would move with them as they performed. I will discuss the camera movement in more
detail later in this paper.
The main direction that I gave my actors was for Joe to defend his sister’s honor, and
for Nick to accept his punishment. I wanted Craig to react in an animalistic, instinctive
manner. Even though Nancy is dead, Craig instinctively defends her and punishes the
perpetrator. Terry on the other hand gladly accepts this punishment. It comes as a relief to
him, so he does not make any effort to fight back. The scene concludes with Craig
coming to his senses and abating Terry’s punishment.
I was concerned that the final scene of the movie might turn into a corny “Hallmark”
kind of moment if it wasn’t approached properly. The themes of the story are atonement
and forgiveness, so I needed those things to come across in the performances, but I was
also well aware of the potential for the ending to appear overly sincere in its portrayal of
those themes. I told my actors to play the scene casually, without too many moments of
contemplation between them. In other words, they needed to play the scene without too
many long beats. I felt that this would accomplish two things. First, it would imply that
some time has passed between this scene and the last, and that all appears to be forgiven
between Craig and Terry. Second, I felt that minimizing the beats would eliminate the
possibility of having awkward moments between the two characters, and create a sense of
normalcy.
I feel that through this film, I learned how to communicate with actors. Unlike
previous short films I’ve directed, I learned how to trust my actors’ instincts with regard
to their performances. I also learned how to temper those instincts if they came across too
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meek or too abrasive. Where I previously felt discomfort about directing dramatic
performances, I now feel much more confident in my abilities as a director.

Production Design
Things were kept as simple as possible with regard to the film’s production design.
Much of the set design was already a part of the respective locations’ décor, so I did not
have to seek out much in the way of set dressing. Props were really the only things that I
needed to acquire. We did use some makeup to give Terry and Nancy a more rundown,
gaunt kind of look, but most makeup was used a means to eliminate shine on the actors’
skin. Special effects makeup was used to depict a wound as well. As far as a general look
is concerned, my production designer and I decided to keep the color of the film limited
to mostly earth tones and cool colors. I feel that this color scheme creates an overall
natural sense to the film, which I think works well.
The design of Nancy’s apartment utilizes much of what was already available to us at
the location, which was provided to me by a member of my crew who lives there. We did
rearrange some of the furniture there, as well as some of the art on the walls, but most of
it was left untouched. I wanted the look of her apartment to resemble any young college
woman’s place, only slightly disheveled with beer bottles lying here and there. Props
were very simple, but initially problematic. My production designer brought some used
beer bottles to the set so that we could both decorate the end table with a few of them,
and so that the actors could drink fake beer out of them. The idea was to use some sort of
juice in the amber-tinted bottles, but we discovered a mold in the bottles before we began
shooting, so we had to discard them. One of the other residents of the home offered to let
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us use some unopened beer bottles that he had in the refrigerator, so we happily accepted.
The scene called for my actors to take a few swigs of beer. As we started shooting, I
noticed that when I talked to them in between shots, their breath smelled like alcohol. I
asked my production designer if she washed the bottles out and she replied in the
negative. She added that the actors were drinking beer, and not the concoction of fruit
juice that we had decided upon. Although I found it initially ironic that my actors were
drinking alcohol in my film about alcoholism, I decided just to go with it and finish the
scene, provided that my actors would not imbibe too much during the takes. In hindsight,
this is not the way it should have gone. In my fervor to get the scene shot, I disregarded
common sense for “authenticity” and convenience in my production design. Fortunately,
my actors were able to perform and did not drink enough to get intoxicated. Certainly,
there are movies that have captured memorable performances on film where an actor is
under the influence of some kind of controlled substance. A famous example would be
Martin Sheen’s performance in Apocalypse Now (1979, Coppola) where his intoxication
is captured in the finished footage. However, my movie isn’t Apocalypse Now and I
should have insisted that we stick with the original game plan regarding the prop beer.
Had my actors not been careful, I could have gotten some unpredictable and perhaps poor
performances out of them. The lesson here is to use props that don’t have the potential to
abscond away with an actor’s focus.
As far as other props are concerned, I asked a local drugstore for a generic
prescription pill bottle, and they gladly gave one to me. We used mints for the pills
themselves, which according to my actors doesn’t mix well with the taste of alcohol.
Nonetheless, they served their purpose well.
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Wardrobe choices follow the color scheme that my production designer and I
decided upon. I wanted both the characters of Nancy and Terry to look like they might
get their clothes at the local Wal-Mart. I didn’t want them to look desperately poor or
anything, but I wanted a sense of homeliness.
For the AA meeting scenes, we shot in one of the rooms of the Performing Arts
Center. We emptied the room of its chairs, brought in chairs of our own and arranged
them in a circle. Although I have participated in plenty of twelve step meetings, I showed
my production designer some photographs and drawings of how people and things are
typically arranged. This includes a table in the back for a coffee maker and snacks.
Also, I ordered some banners from Alcoholics Anonymous’ main office that depict
the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions. 13 I received permission from their public
relations office to show these items, as well as the Alcoholics Anonymous “Big Book 14 ”
in the film. I wanted to depict an authentic AA meeting as these items are typically found
in such meetings all around the country.
I also introduce a common practice found in AA meetings, where members may pick
up “chips,” or coins for various lengths of sobriety. The chip is used in AA meetings as a
symbolic commitment to stay sober. As a member remains sober over a given period of
time, that member may pick up other chips to commemorate their given length of
sobriety. So, for Terry to pick one of these up, means that he has made a public decision
to get and remain sober.
The scene following the AA meeting mostly takes place in Terry’s vehicle. I shot the
scene in Hammond, Louisiana close to where my producer lives. The script called for
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Terry to have a truck, but the truck I had secured broke down, and therefore I couldn’t get
it to the location. Fortunately, my costume designer drives an old SUV, which suited the
purpose of the scene just as well. Even though the scene only reveals the vehicle through
its shape, I still wanted Terry to drive something that was definitely not new, if for no
other reason than to aid my lead in his performance.
I only utilized a few props for this scene. This consisted of a desire chip, a flashlight
and a whisky bottle filled with tea. The tea ensured that my actor would remain lucid for
this scene. I didn’t want repeat the risk of intoxication.
Wardrobe was very important to this scene because of the need for Tim to appear as
a legitimate police officer. My costumer had a uniform made for me out of a place in
Baton Rouge, Louisiana. I wanted Tim to have a small-town casual vibe about him, so I
didn’t want the traditional police officer hat sitting on upon a buzzed haircut. The only
part of the uniform that we didn’t have was a gun. To be honest, I didn’t even think about
it until we were on location and ready to shoot. We hid this little blunder by giving
Hunter a jacket to wear, but it’s a detail that I should have remembered anyway.
The cabin scene was shot on location at the property of Mason Reve Farms in
Folsom, Louisiana. It was very easy to set dress. We already had the furniture there, so
my production designer simply rearranged things. The earth tones from the inside of the
cabin added a rustic sense to the scene, and fit into the overall color scheme of the movie.
Wardrobe was fashioned in a casual manner, and we used a few simple props like a deck
of cards and some AA Big Books. Additionally, we made some fake vomit and applied it
to Nick’s shirt in order to imply that he had a rather interestingly drunken night.
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The following scene shows Terry rushing outside to chase down Tim for a ride back
into town. The scene is one shot and there wasn’t any set dressing to do. The property
does have a well, which can be seen in the shot. This was a happy little surprise that I
think adds to the overall rural elements of the movie. We did use my car in the scene, but
it’s too far away from the camera to show any detail.
Terry chases after Tim for a few beats, and then stops to vomit. It was difficult to get
the fake vomit to read on the camera since Nick is so small in the frame. We tried several
different recipes for the vomit, but ultimately settled on a combination of milk, soda and
corn chips. This concoction reads on screen and according to my actor, doesn’t taste all
that bad.
After returning to the cabin, Terry goes through detoxification from alcohol. This
scene was perhaps the most challenging in terms of production design. The set dressing
was simple, for we used the furniture available to us at the location. The major element of
production design entailed the use of special effects makeup. The scene shows Terry
scratching up his arm after a hallucination where Nancy grabs him. The challenge was
not so much in creating realistic-looking makeup, but in how it was applied. After Nick
would scratch up his arm, his makeup would need to be reapplied. Each application of the
makeup took approximately 20-30 minutes, so for the sake of time we couldn’t do too
many takes. Fortunately, I got the shot in two takes, so there was not a lot of time wasted
reapplying the makeup. Additionally, both Nick and Kelly were made to look sickly,
accentuating their cheekbones and creating dark circles under their eyes. I believe that
overall the makeup used is very effective.
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The following scene is one simple shot with Nick in the foreground and Joe in the
background. The important thing that I wanted to see was the bandage on Nick’s arm. I
was worried that it might not read on the camera, but I was needlessly worrying, for it
turned out fine. We also used a few props in the background, but nothing extraordinary.
The next scene is dressed very simply as well. Again, we used the table provided by
the owners of the cabin. We also used the AA Big Books, as well as a six-pack of beer.
The scene is otherwise very straightforward in terms of its design. The actors are dressed
in cool colors and earth tones, which maintain the continuity of the overall design
schemes.
However, there is a bit of a continuity issue that comes into play during the fight
scene. We had to remove a small table near the door so that it would not be in the way
when Joe slams Nick up against the wall. We had to stage the fight in this way because
the front door had a large protrusion that could have injured Nick, and the adjacent closet
door was too flimsy for them to slam into. So, we decided that it might be a continuity
error that no one would really notice. However, it was an oversight on my part and I
should have been more attentive to that particular detail when first shooting in the cabin.
The lesson here is to think ahead about any and all upcoming scenes, specifically
regarding where and how actors need to be blocked.
The prison scene is another part of the film where production design needed to be
convincing. Part of the plan included getting exterior shots of an actual prison facility,
which the people at the Louisiana State Penitentiary graciously accommodated me. The
exteriors really sell the idea that we are in a prison because, we are indeed in a prison.
The subsequent interior scene would have fallen flat without it.
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The interior of the prison, which is the “visitation room,” consists of the kind of
starkness that one might expect from a state institution. Though the script called for a
larger room with other inmates, I could not secure the kind of room that would have
made that version of the scene work. I’m not displeased with the way it turned out
though, because I think that the smaller room reveals a deeper friendship between Craig
and Terry.
We shot the scene in the graduate office of the PAC building at UNO. We simply
emptied out the room, save for a table and two chairs, and I had a sign made with a few
“rules” for the visitation room, which we hung up on the wall. The bottom of the sign
reads, “Alabama Department of Corrections.” This little addition is not meant to say
anything in particular about the story, but it’s just a simple nod to my home state. Craig is
dressed casually, but I wanted Terry to really stand out in terms of his look for this scene.
First, my production designer and I decided that although he needed a believable prison
uniform, it needed to signify a change in his character. We decided that white, being a
metaphor for a clean slate, would do the trick. Also, we decided to have Nick put his hair
into a ponytail. This is just something extra that I think gives the audience another visual
clue to his change.
Overall, I learned a great deal about the importance of production design.
Believability can make or break a film. Since I wanted my film to be realistic, it was
imperative that the world in which my characters live was believable. I think that I got
that. I did learn some important lessons though, mostly having to do with foresight about
every scene to be shot at a location, as well as needs for my actors’ respective
performances. I will certainly carry these lessons over to the next film that I make.
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Cinematography
Overall, my plan for the camera work of this film was to keep things simple. My
director of photography and I decided that this approach would keep the shots from
distracting the audience away from the performances. We referenced some of the same
films that influenced my directing choices, including The Station Agent and The Straight
Story. Additionally, we decided that we would try to capture the purest images possible,
without much in-camera manipulation. This would provide us many more options for
color correction in the post-production phase of the movie. As far as lighting was
concerned, we decided that low- key lighting schemes would best complement the story,
particularly during scenes in which Terry was not sober. Conversely, we decided to shoot
with high-key lighting during the scenes where Terry is indeed sober. Finally, we chose
to keep our coverage very basic, getting our master shots first, and then going in for
simple closer shots. Not only did this strategy work better for the performances, it also
kept us from going too far over schedule.
We shot the movie with the Panasonic HVX-200 camera. Being an HD camera, we
were able to augment the movie’s production value with very solid images. Also, the
camera is small enough that it wasn’t a problem for the camera operator to go hand-held
when we wanted him to do so. Finally, because we shot on solid state P2 media, I had a
relatively simple workflow for capturing the footage on my hard drive. That workflow
will be elaborated on later in this paper. I would however, like to go through the various
decisions made about the camera work, scene-by-scene.
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The opening scene is meant to be a bit of a mystery to the audience. We don’t quite
know who these two people are yet. As to distinguish this scene from the camera work in
the later flashback scene, I decided that the camera should be steady and not handheld. I
felt that by using the objective camera in this sense, I would be able to keep the audience
interested in the actions of the scene, while still remaining observers of the scene,
passively engaged. My director of photography and I decided to use practicals 15 for the
lighting motivation, and for the overall low-key lighting scheme of the scene. We chose
to use the preset tungsten white balance in the HVX, and treated it like a film stock.
Also, I chose to show Terry from a low camera angle in order to give him a sense of
power in the first shot of the scene. However, as the scene closes with the wide shot, I
decided that the camera needed to come from a slightly higher angle. This is meant to
show his powerlessness after his attempt to revive Nancy ultimately fails.
For the AA meeting, my director of photography and I decided that soft, high-key
lighting would be the best way to light the scene. We lit it with florescent Kino-Flo 16
lights in order to execute this plan. This decision helped us in more than one way. We
were told that many of the extras were not going to be with us very long, so we decided
to take down our Kinos and use the overhead florescent fixtures already in the room. I
was worried that this would cause major problems in post-production, but fortunately the
scene only needed some minor color-correction, since the quality of soft light remained
the same. With regard to camera placement, we decided to keep things mostly at eyelevel. There is some dynamic in which character and camera movement create a slightly
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lower angle for the camera, but it isn’t anything that adds or detracts from the story. In
this scene, the camera is used to observe the characters, rather than mimic their conflicts.
The next scene contains my favorite camera work for the film. We shot the scene
outside, so we used a couple of 2K Desisti tungsten 17 lights for general exposure. This
was in conjunction with some practicals on the side of a building, and a 650W for
augmenting the close up shots.
Due to the time limit we had, I could not get too much coverage of the scene.
However, the coverage that I was able to get was adequate enough to make the scene
work. However, I did end up getting a pickup shot of an insert of the AA chip after we
wrapped the film. I lit this with the interior lights in my car, and color-corrected in post.
Regarding composition, I decided that Terry needed to be small in the frame when
walking to his vehicle. This connotes a sense of being overwhelmed by the world around
him, which is supported by “Hitchcock’s rule 18 .” This rule states that the size of an object
on the screen is equal to its importance, or power in this case. As he sits in his vehicle, I
frame him from a low angle shot. The textbook use of a low angle shot connotes a sense
of power to the subject 19 , but it is not my intention to depict such an idea about Terry. I
use this angle simply in order to get Terry in the shot, nothing more. I also use this same
composition for the 2-shot 20 with Terry and Tim. Again, the lack of variation has to do
with the time limit that we had to get the scene shot. Although I did get a different 2-shot
from another angle, I decided that the performances in the first composition were much
better. That is why I decided not to include any of the other shot.
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For the first cabin scene, my director of photography and I decided that we wanted a
“dirty” and “grainy” type of look. This look is meant to replicate the dirtiness of Terry’s
existence at this point in his life. We used an ND filter and opened the aperture all the
way up, which gave us some video noise for this effect. We also lit the scene in a low-key
manner in order to reflect the duality of Terry’s life at this point: Sobriety and
Intoxication, Life and Death.
I covered the scene very simply, keeping the camera mostly at a higher angle with
Terry, thus giving him a sense of meekness 21 . Tim and Craig were shot at eye-level in
this scene in order to keep the camera’s attention on Terry. In other words, this scene says
more about Terry than it does the other characters.
Regarding composition, I keep everyone mostly in medium shots, with a couple of
shots composed in close-ups and wide shots 22 . Near the end of the scene, I frame Craig in
a tighter composition in the foreground with Terry smaller in the frame in the
background. The camera is behind Craig’s head, which is indicative of his state of being
in control.
For the scene where Terry runs after Craig’s vehicle, I chose to shoot it in one
continuous shot. The purpose of the scene is to show how helpless and overwhelmed
Terry is at this point in his life, and I decided to show this by keeping him small in the
frame during an unbroken shot. I felt that this allows the audience to experience his
meekness and vulnerability because there is no other shot to distract them from this idea.
This scene is lit naturally with no artificial augmentation on my part. We shot the
scene on a cloudy day, so our light was naturally diffused and even. There are elements
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of deep space 23 in the frame that I believe help sell the “vastness” of his environment.
There are vanishing points created by the line of trees on the right side of the frame. This
depth cue, coupled with another depth cue of size difference (Terry is larger in the frame
when he’s closer to the camera, and smaller in the frame as he walks away), contribute to
this design.
The detoxification scene was an interesting experience regarding the camera plan.
First, my director of photography built an enclosure out of flags and black bed sheets
outside of the bedroom window where the scene takes place. He did this so we could
control the light pouring into the bedroom, since we started shooting it during the
daylight hours, and would finish the scene after dark. Anyway, we set up a couple of 2K
tungsten lights outside, added some full CTB (Color Temperature Blue) gels in order to
make our light blue, and shaped the low-key light with black wrap. We then set the white
balance of the camera to tungsten so that the bedroom would have a bluish tint to it. This
was the only time that we did any in-camera color manipulation.
We chose to cover the scene in several wide shots, with just a few closer ones. I
knew that I would edit the scene together with jump cuts, so over-covering the scene was
not part of the plan. There is one shot that we thought of on the fly, which is a close
profile of Nick’s face obscuring Kelly on the floor. This is probably my favorite shot of
the scene because I think that it suggests that the presence of Nancy is all in Terry’s head.
After the detox scene, we have a short, one-shot scene where Terry emerges from the
bedroom ready to work through the twelve steps. My director of photography and I
decided to compose this scene with Nick’s back toward the camera in the foreground, and
Joe facing the camera in the background. I felt that at this point of Terry’s journey he was
23
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still a sort of mystery, and that there was still some distance between himself and Craig.
Also, the lighting isn’t much different from that of the first cabin scene. We lit for
contrast, with practicals as the lighting motivation.
The next scene deals with a sober Terry working through the steps. We decided to
light the scene in a more even high-key lighting scheme because of this change. Of
course, he still has his demons to deal with, but we felt that his character was lucid
enough to warrant the change in light.
The scene is covered very simply. I originally intended to get some dolly shots for
this scene, but we simply ran out of time. Instead, the scene is covered by a wide master,
two medium shots, and two close ups. Though I wanted more coverage of the scene, this
worked out for the better because of its longer length.
The fight scene is another one where we simply did not have enough time to cover it
properly. The solution we found was to shoot it in one handheld shot, with one extra
supplemental shot for the middle and end. We start the scene with the familiar
composition of the camera behind one character in the foreground, and another character
facing the camera in the background. In this case, the camera is behind Craig with Terry
in the background. Again, the theme in this kind of composition is distance.
Once Craig leaps out of his chair, the camera follows him chaotically, due to the
handheld nature of the shot. We recompose in a medium 2shot with Craig and Terry. The
camera then follows them to the ground for the remainder of the fight. Once Craig stops
pummeling Terry, the camera pans with him to the left of the frame. We do have one
other shot that we use, mostly for the end of the scene. At this moment, both Craig and
Terry are equally meek, so they are shown on either side of the frame, balancing the shot.
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The exteriors of the prison scene are pickup shots that I got about a month after we
wrapped principle photography. The shots were taken at the state prison in Angola, LA. I
was lucky for a couple of reasons. First, the sky was crystal clear on the day that I went
out there to shoot. This gave me some incredible blue sky that contrasted well with the
metal glare of the razor wire. Second, there were a lot of birds flying around that day. I
think that the birds flying around the razor wire summarize the meaning of the scene in a
simple metaphor. Inside this prison there is freedom.
The interiors of the prison scene were shot very simply as well. We lit for a high-key
lighting scheme, again illustrating the fact that Terry is now sober. We don’t move the
camera at all for this scene. Instead, we rely on the stillness of the moment.

Editing
Although I do not fancy myself to be a great editor by any means, I decided
ultimately to cut the movie myself. I did have some help from other students and gladly
accepted their suggestions, but I felt that I knew how I wanted to pace the film, and could
do so better than I could give directions for it. Once again, I referenced movies like
Head-On, The Station Agent, and The Straight Story for inspiration during the editing
phase.
The opening scene begins with sound over black. The picture comes in after a few
moments, without a dissolve. I like the abruptness of straight cuts. From my own
experience as a viewer, I believe they have the potential to jar the audience into the story.
In Walter Murch’s book on editing, In the Blink of an Eye, he discusses the importance
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of cutting a film for its emotional impact 24 . This is how I approached the overall cutting
of this movie, and this is what I think happens with this kind of editing.
Additionally, I use the sound-over-black-technique because it is a subtle metaphor
for alcoholism. Memory is often affected by blackout drinking, so I decided to use this
method of transition at the beginning of the film, as well as in other scene transitions. I
believe it works well in this respect.
To continue, this opening scene is cut together from three shots. The pace is
relatively even because I did not want the audience to have a diminished experience later
on in the film when this scene is cut together more frantically. I try to ease the audience
into a curious mood with this scene. By that, I simply mean that I want the audience to
invest themselves into the story through this scene.
The AA meeting scene was a bit of a challenge to cut together. This is mostly due to
the fact that I could not get all the coverage that I wanted. However, I was able to keep
the steady pace that I wanted to present, so not having all of my intended coverage did
not kill the scene.
The scene opens with dialogue over black, which suggests that time has passed since
the previous scene, and it also subtly revisits the theme of alcoholism. As I mentioned
before, the pace of the scene is relatively steady. I don’t cut too slowly or too quickly. I
felt that this was the right choice because to do otherwise would bring unwanted tension.
I basically wanted the tension to be created through the performances rather than the
editing. I use this strategy in the next scene as well, which also takes place in the AA
meeting room.

24
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The next scene is cut in a deliberately slow manner. I wanted the pace to basically
get inside of Terry’s head, where he knows that he’s about to do something that he
shouldn’t be doing. Once again, I use sound-over-black to transition between the first and
second part of this scene. I don’t cut away from this 2shot for two reasons. First, this is
the best performance of this scene. Second, I like the fact that we stay on this shot for an
almost uncomfortable amount of time because it’s quite an uncomfortable moment. I’ve
learned that not cutting can be just as powerful as cutting.
Again, I use sound-over-black to transition from the previous scene to the first cabin
scene. I keep the pace pretty even here, and try not to draw too much attention to the edit.
This scene’s even, steady pace is juxtaposed next to the very long and contemplative pace
of the next scene. I believe that by juxtaposing scenes that are cut with different paces or
other editing techniques, the effectiveness of those techniques are then amplified.
As I’ve described before, this scene depicts Terry being overwhelmed by his
surroundings. I feel that by staying on one shot for an extended period of time, we can
experience the same kind of overwhelming feeling that Terry experiences. The following
scene where Terry walks back inside the cabin is also one uncut shot. It is juxtaposed
with the next scene, which is cut in a more frantic manner.
The detoxification scene uses jump cuts 25 in its beginning. I do this to condense what
would otherwise be an extended period of time, and to create a sense of unease. It should
be noted at this point that I’ve created uneasiness in previous scenes through long, uncut
shots. The sense of unease in the detox scene is created through jump cuts, which I feel is
a slightly different application of this sense. While the previous feelings of unease could
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be coupled with descriptions of loneliness, the feelings evoked in this scene could also be
described as being more menacing or nightmarish.
The rest of the scene is cut relatively evenly, though the cuts become more rapid
once Nancy appears. The scene concludes with two steadily-paced shots as Craig comes
into the room, basically alleviating Terry’s hallucinations. This scene is also a
foreshadowing of the type of editing we see during the flashback scene.
The following scene shows Terry emerge from the bedroom, presumably now over
the detox process. This is one uninterrupted shot that I believe works well because of its
juxtaposition next to the previous scene. It also serves as a bridge to the more evenlypaced scene that comes after it.
The next scene is cut, as I just mentioned, rather evenly. I start with a wide shot and
move in closer as the scene intensifies. I don’t change the pace though, mostly due to the
fact that the scene that follows is cut in a chaotic sort of way. However, I do linger on one
shot in this scene, which is a close-up of Terry as Craig gives his monologue. I do this
because every word that comes out of Craig’s mouth at this point is like knife cutting into
Terry. Nick shows some subtle changes in his face while Joe gives his performance,
which is a good lead-in to the point where he cries.
I knew at the writing stage of this project that the next scene would be cut together
with disjointed jump cuts. This was done not only in order to reflect the confusing and
disjointed memory that Terry has of the event, but also to condense the period of time in
which a drug overdose would have occurred. The scene is cut rapidly up to the points
where Terry makes his decision to cover his tracks, as well as when he gives Nancy a
final look at the end of the scene. These moments are cut less frantically because they
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represent pivotal moments in Terry’s life. These are moments where he’s more likely to
remember every detail, even through intoxication.
The fight scene turned out to be a difficult one to edit. As previously mentioned, I
did not have much coverage of this scene at all. In fact, all I had was one master shot, and
one additional wide shot with Craig and Terry on the floor. This made creating tension in
the scene very hard. Therefore, I ended up intercutting between this scene and the
previous one in order to draw comparisons between them, and to create the needed
tension for the scene. I noticed that the way Terry and Nancy were composed are nearly
the identical to the manner in which Craig and Terry were composed during the fight, so I
thought cutting in between them would suggest a relationship between the two moments.
Both scenes depict Terry as being powerless, so I thought that this would help to sell that
point. Second, these are the things that I think would be going through the minds of both
Terry and Craig during this scene. Finally, Terry welcomes this punishment, so I think
that he feels like he should be in the same place as Nancy. Thus, he ends up in the same
physical position as Nancy was in at her death. The scene concludes with a wide shot
with both Craig and Terry on the floor gasping for breath, where we then cut straight to
black.
The final scene opens with music over black. We then cut to various exterior shots of
a prison in order to establish the place of the scene. We then cut to the interior of a prison
visitation room, edited with an even pace. I wanted to create a mood with this scene that
would then translate into the resolution of the film. Part of the pace of this scene is
determined by the music that I put underneath it. Although I know that in narrative
filmmaking, we try to cut the music to the film and not vice-versa, but I felt that the
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music added the atmosphere that I was looking for, so I made an exception in this case.
More on the music of this scene will appear in a later part of this paper.
Editing this movie has taught me a lot about the filmmaking process. Although I’ve
edited my own projects before, this film provided me with a wealth of learning
experiences. In previous parts of this paper, I have espoused my belief in not overcovering a scene, and rather focusing on obtaining good performances. While I still hold
that statement to be true, I’ve learned that one can under-cover a scene as well. I
struggled with editing a couple of the scenes in this film, and although the lack of
coverage in some respects was due to lack of time, I still see the importance of having
options in the editing room. There needs to be a balance between getting just what one
needs out of a scene, and getting the insurance policy of having extra coverage for postproduction fixes.

Sound
I took my cue for the sound work in this film from movies like, Aguirre: The Wrath
of God (1972, Herzog) and The Station Agent. I wanted simple, natural sound juxtaposed
with atmospheric music when warranted. I know that sound during production usually
takes a back seat to the camera and performances, but I tried to give it as much
consideration and care as I did for cinematography and directing. If a take was not good
for sound, I usually went for another one. I feel that too many times, beginning directors
decide to skimp on the quality of production audio, in favor of “fixing” any problems in
post with ADR 26 . This is a bad approach in my opinion. It is very difficult to get good
results with ADR sessions. It takes a lot of time and if not done properly, can take the
26
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audience out of a movie when poorly performed, or poorly synced. Therefore, I decided
that my location audio would get the same attention as the camera and actors.
My sound recorder approached the audio with the use of both lavaliere microphones,
and a boom microphone. He recorded two channels of audio, with the boom going into
one, and the lavs going into another. This provided me with a lot of options during the
post-production phase of sound work. If one channel was over modulated, I could then
use the other one.
Post-production sound was a relatively simple part of this process. I had already
selected pieces of music from a couple of different bands. There were songs from the
bands Pelican out of Chicago, and The Ghost and Swift Moths out of Austin, Texas. I will
elaborate on the use of music in a later part of this section.
I would first like to discuss the use of sound as a transition device from one scene to
the next. I think that this is a very effective method for transitions, in particular because it
can add a sense of mystery to a scene if played over black. I use this technique in the
beginning of the film, without the use of music in order to create a better sense of
realism. By using diegetic sound in the opening scene, I strip the moment of all of its
potential grandiosity. It is what it is, which is a significant, and painfully quiet moment in
the life of the protagonist.
I also use this technique in various other scenes of the movie, all with the same
intention of stripping the moments down to their bare essentials. I do not use music over
black until the transition from the fight scene to the prison, and as I’ve mentioned before,
my intention with the music is to elicit and heighten the emotional response of the
audience.
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Most of the non-diegetic-sound work is done through music. I only use one sound
effect, which is the sound of a punch during the fight scene. Anyway, the music that I put
in the film is used to create atmosphere. In the scene following the AA meeting where
Terry drinks in his vehicle, I use music as a means to get into his head. The music is a bit
airy and melancholy, which I think reflects the way that Terry feels in this moment. I also
use music to augment the sense of unease found in both the detoxification scene, and the
flashback scene. For the prison scene, and leading into the credits sequence, I wanted to
use music that would sound pretty, but not overly triumphant. I think that the last scene is
a calm, simple resolution and reconciliation between Craig and Terry, so the music
needed to be just as simple. I lucked out with the music that I found because it fulfills
these very notions.
For the final sound mix, I paid someone to sweeten the audio for me. I have said it
before, but I want to re-emphasize the fact that I did not want to have sub-par audio for
this movie. I believe that the final product reflects a competent sound mix.
The biggest lessons I learned regarding sound are to first, have a competent person
recording all location audio. Second, I learned to pay attention to my sound recordist, and
to get extra takes for sound just as I would for my camera team. Third, I learned that bad
sound can ruin a movie, so it is important to give it proper attention in the postproduction phase as well. Finally, sound can evoke emotion. I’ve known this for a long
time, but I’ve learned that both adding and diminishing sound can create different
emotional responses. This was important for me as a director because through this film, I
have a reference point to observe regarding the sound plan for my future projects.
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Technology and Workflow
As previously mentioned, we used the Panasonic HVX-200 camera for the shooting
of this film. The HVX creates MXF video files on a solid state medium called a P2 card.
MXF files are simply a type of video file format. The workflow for the P2 media that we
captured was simple. I used my computer and an external hard drive to capture the
footage from the P2 card. This was a rather painless process that only took a few minutes.
I should add that I used this same hard drive to capture the audio files from the Fostex
FR-2 recording device we used for sound. Anyway, once principle photography was
wrapped, I took my hard drive to the PAC media transfer center and dumped my audio
and video files onto a workspace via the Avid Isis system. A couple hundred gigabytes of
space was created for this project, so I was able to dump all of my uncompressed footage
into my workspace. This made it convenient to edit my footage uncompressed, therefore
eliminating any need to make an offline/online edit 27 .
Editing for this film was done with the Avid Media Composer non-linear editing
system. Editing the project with a non-linear digital system afforded me the opportunity
to access any point of my movie instantly. The first thing that needed to be done in the
editing process was the syncing of picture and audio. Avid provides a simple and
organized method for this. I created different clips or shots from my footage, and
organized them into digital bins in Avid. Once picture and audio were merged, the
workflow became as simple as clicking and dragging the clips that I wanted into the
virtual timeline.
The post-sound work was done with the Nuendo audio software in the audio suite of
the PAC building. All of my audio was exported out of Avid so that it could be
27
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sweetened in the audio suite. Once the sound was mixed, it was re-imported back into
Avid.
Color correction was performed in the Finishing Suite through the Avid Nitris
system, and Avid Media Composer. My director of photography and I sat down and
engaged in a scene-to-scene color correction session that really was not difficult to do.
Due to the fact that we had a significantly powerful set of hardware to perform the work,
we were able to color correct our footage uncompressed. We were also able to view this
footage through the Finishing Suite’s HD monitor.
The final stage of the technological workflow entailed printing the finished movie to
DVD and Beta SP. Since the film was shot and finished in HD, and DVD and Beta SP are
SD formats, I had to downconvert the footage to a compatible form. This was simply a
matter of changing the video output tool’s calibrations in Avid. Essentially, the ouput
device ignores the extra lines and pixels of resolution that High Definition video creates,
thus allowing the film to be shown on Standard Definition mediums.
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Chapter 3
Additional Influences on Story
The biggest influence on this story comes from my own personal experiences as a
recovering alcoholic. Although the circumstances are different, and I’ve fortunately never
done anything to the degree that Terry did, I nonetheless have experienced the fears and
growing pains that come with sobering up from alcoholism.
There are certainly some parts of the story that are taken from real events, both from
my life and the lives of other recovering alcoholics with whom I’m familiar. For
example, Terry discusses a humorous event from his childhood with Craig, involving the
vandalism of a church’s van tires. This is based on something I did when I was around
fifteen-years-old. I was riding around with a friend of mine sometime in the middle of the
night, and we were under the influence of several different substances. We stopped in the
parking lot of some rural church, where I proceeded to not only pop all of their van’s
tires, but also broke several of their stained glass windows. Years later, I came back to
that church to make my amends to them. The pastor got a good laugh out of it, and they
brushed it off, so I thought it would make a nice little anecdotal story from Terry’s
childhood.
It is not uncommon for friends and family of alcoholics to force them into situations
in which they have little choice but to dry out. What happens afterward of course is
entirely up to them. Most of the time, this means bringing an alcoholic to a treatment
facility of some kind, but I thought that I should take this situations a step further in this
film. Terry’s “drying out place” would become a hunting cabin in the woods. I thought
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that this would be a more exciting place for him to be, instead of a treatment center, or
even Craig’s home.
Craig’s character is an amalgamation of different recovering alcoholics that I’ve
known throughout the years. It has been my observation that there are some people who
develop egos regarding their own sobriety in twelve step programs. After acquiring some
sobriety under their proverbial belts, they may start to act self-righteous toward those
who are newer in recovery. Although Craig’s intentions to help out Terry are ultimately
benevolent, I wanted him to carry a hint of self-righteousness about his character. This
trait helps to create some tension between himself and Terry, and it also adds to his
overall degree of humanity.
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Chapter 4
Analysis
In this section, I will examine the overall effectiveness of this film as a realistic
drama, and whether or not the theme of atonement was made clear. I will also examine
individual elements of the film, such as the performances and music, in order to
determine how they contributed to the film in either a positive or negative manner. I have
screened my film for a couple of small audiences, and received their feedback based on
questionnaires that I provided them. It is through these questionnaires and the
conversations that I had with them after the screenings that I will base this analysis, as
well as my own objectivity.
With regard to the overall effectiveness of this movie as a drama, most of the
audience members surveyed concluded that it worked favorably. There was only one
audience member who determined that the drama was not very realistic. This was a relief
to me, because the last thing that I wanted to do with this film was to create something
that seemed implausible. Additionally, most of the audience members did not find it
contrived, which was quite another relief to me. However, I did have an extensive
conversation with one member of the audience after the screening, where he told me that
he felt disconnected from the story. When I pressed him to elaborate, he explained that
the “spiritual” references in the film made him very uncomfortable, and that he could not
relate to the story because of it. Of course, I understood that this film could and would
make people uncomfortable through its subject matter, but I did not think that it was
“heavy-handed” enough to provoke anyone into feelings of a religious nature.
Nonetheless, I’m glad that this individual spoke to me about his disconnect to the film. It
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simply reiterates the fact that film is such a powerful medium, and it can evoke
unintended emotional responses, both in the positive and the negative.
The theme of atonement was made clear according to my audience feedback.
Everything from the utilization of wardrobe, to the music that I use help to reinforce and
emphasize the theme of atonement. Of course, having the last scene of the movie take
place in a prison, with both of the lead characters interacting civilly lends itself inherently
to the confirmation of this theme.
I believe that I did achieve the goal of creating realistic drama, as well as presenting
a story woven around the idea of atonement. I embraced a mode of simplicity throughout
my film, which I believe contributed to the success of my goals. I made a conscious effort
not to distract the audience with the camera. I edited it in a way that only calls attention
to the cut when I wanted to do so. I also approached the use of sound with this in mind. I
feared that thematically, I might be getting into treacherous melodramatic waters, but I
believe that I was able to keep from drowning.
Most of the audience gave me positive feedback about the performances of my
actors. I received nothing in the negative regarding Joe and Nick’s work. Everyone had
good things to say about their skills as actors. Fortunately for me, that means that my
directing is also viewed favorably. This is another plus to having good actors in one’s
movie. Their glory is shared by the director!
I got some mixed reviews of Hunter and Kellie’s performances. Most audience
members had nothing bad to say about Kellie, save for a couple of people who thought
she was mediocre. However, Hunter’s performance received some criticism. Some
people told me that they thought he was stiff, or that his timing was off. Some people
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mentioned that they were taken out of the story because his hair was not a typical police
officer’s “buzzcut.” These were not the majority opinions of his performance, but I
received enough feedback about it to warrant a reevaluation of his work. I mentioned
earlier that I thought he was somewhat stiff at times, but I shrugged it off during
production. I suppose that I should pay more attention to my critical impulses.
I have received mostly positive feedback about the music in the film. Most people
thought that the music was just “okay,” but that it worked for the film. Only a handful of
people were very excited about it, or downright hated it. I’m certainly okay with the
majority opinion thinking that it works for the film, while not being personally enraptured
by it. Music is such a subjective force that it’s difficult to find something that is
meaningful, works for the mood, yet not overly exclusive in its reception by John Q.
Public.
Although I was nervous about how the film would be received, so far I’m pleased
that it has yet to be spat upon. It’s interesting to see how something that is so incredibly
difficult to create; in this case a film, can be embraced, ignored, or abhorred by different
people. I will present my further thoughts on this matter in the next section of this paper.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
To say that I’ve learned something from this experience is an understatement. This
thesis film has been a severely challenging, yet incredibly rewarding edification for me.
I’ve had the chance to seriously test my capabilities as a filmmaker, and I believe that I
have come out of this a much more able member of this industry.
I view my film as a success because of the lessons that making it have taught me.
First and foremost, I learned that I have the ability to tell a realistic, dramatic story
through the visual medium of film. This is what I set out to do, and according to the
majority of those who have screened the film, this is exactly what I accomplished.
I also feel that it succeeded because I learned how to work with actors. I feel much
more comfortable taking on the role of “director” now because of my experience with
The Ninth Step. I came into this project not entirely certain if I had the ability to explore
these characters with my actors, and to help them reveal the humanity in that I wanted
them to emit, but it happened in a way that exceeded my expectations.
This isn’t to say that I did not make any mistakes along the way. I certainly learned
from these as well. For example, I learned that I can’t ignore mediocre performances
simply for expediency’s sake. I did this with some of Hunter’s performances, and I
certainly wish that I had done otherwise. Also, I learned that I need to pay attention to
more practical details when blocking multiple scenes that take place in the same location.
I had some continuity errors in the cabin because I didn’t think about all of the scenes
that would take place there. As a consequence, I had to remove a table for the fight that
was found in the previous scenes. Finally, I learned that although I’m not in favor of

53

over-covering a scene, under-covering can be a nightmare in post-production. There are
scenes, such as the fight, where I wish that I had gotten more coverage. This would have
made my life so much less difficult in the editing phase of this project. In the future, I
will have to schedule my shoots much more efficiently in order to make my life less
difficult.
In conclusion, I believe that my experience making this movie has been a positive
one. I feel that I have not only grown as a writer and director, but also as a student of the
entire filmmaking process. The lessons that I’ve taken from this film, and the skills that I
have acquired from my years at UNO will most certainly carry me through the next
project that I take on. I only hope that I continue to grow after each film, and that each
project offers truer insight into movie making, as well as my own personal creativity.
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Press here to PLAY MOVIE
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Vita

Robert Todd Campbell was born in Birmingham, Alabama on September 15, 1978.
He graduated from Carencro High School in Carencro, Louisiana in May of 1996. He
went on to study at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, where he received his
Bachelor of Arts in history, with an emphasis on American Intellectual History. In 2005,
he attended the New York Film Academy’s film immersion program. In August of 2006,
he enrolled in the University of New Orleans in order to pursue a Master of Fine Arts
degree for Film Production. He graduates in May 2009.
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